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Ute Mountain Utes plan protest 
walk at Utah uranium mill 
Uranium mill in southeast Utah has a mix of 
supporters and detractors 
By Jim Mimiaga Journal staff writer 
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About 50 people marched to the White Mesa uranium mill in southeast Utah as part of a 
protest rally Saturday. 

The Ute Mountain Ute Tribe and environmental groups will host a protest and 
spiritual walk Oct. 22 at 11 a.m. at the White Mesa Community Center south of 
Blanding, Utah. 

https://www.the-journal.com/articles/ute-mountain-utes-plan-protest-walk-at-utah-uranium-mill/
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The annual rally is held in opposition to Energy Fuel’s White Mesa Uranium mill, 
which sits just outside the boundaries of the Ute Mountain Ute reservation in 
southeast Utah.  

Participants walk 3 miles on U.S. Highway 191 from the community center to the 
entrance to the mill. Shuttles and support are provided. Law enforcement officers 
assist with traffic safety. 

The mill is the only conventional uranium mill operating in the U.S. and has had 
a mix of supporters and detractors over its lifetime. 

The tribe has long opposed the mill, citing concerns about water and air quality. 
Blanding and Monticello support the mill for its jobs and tax revenues. 

The mill, owned by Energy Fuels, has defended its operations as environmentally 
safe and an economic driver for the region that provides jobs. 

 

Rare earth elements are loaded into a truck for export from the White Mesa Mill in 
southeast Utah. Energy Fuels has begun processing ore to extract minerals used in 
electronics. (Courtesy Energy Fuels) 



Energy Fuels recently expanded operations to process rare earths essential for 
manufacturing technical devices and electric car batteries. It also receives 
radioactive wastes from cleanup sites in the U.S. and other countries. The 
processed uranium is used for fuel rods in nuclear power plants. 

In April the EPA took action against the mill for draining a water cover on a waste 
containment pond the agency said is required. The mill agreed to refill it. In July, 
another waste containment cell containing uranium tailings was shown to be 
losing its water cover. 

The Clean Air Act requires a water cover on containment cells with solid uranium 
tailings to prevent cancer-causing radon emissions. 
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The Energy Fuels uranium mill and waste cells at White Mesa, Utah. (Photo credit: Bruce 
Gordon\Ecoflight) 

 

White Mesa Uranium Mill 
Spiritual Walk and Protest This 

Weekend 
Activists from the Ute Mountain Ute tribe in White 

Mesa, Utah is leading a rally and spiritual walk this 
Saturday. They’re protesting a radioactive waste dump 

and other activities at a nearby uranium mill. 
By Clark Adomaitis 

 



The White Mesa Uranium Mill, run by Energy Fuels Inc, is 
the only active uranium mill in the US. 
The Ute Mountain Ute tribe have long protested the mill. 
Among the greatest concerns is that the mill receives toxic, 
radioactive waste from other manufacturing processes, for 
long term storage. 

But regulators have found that storage efforts are inadequate. 
Contaminants from storage ponds have been detected in 
nearby groundwater. And the company has failed to contain 
the release of carcinogens into the air, by improperly storing 
radioactive cells. 

Residents at White Mesa have other concerns too. Here’s 
Michael Badback who says there have been changes to his 
water supply–changes he believes are due to activities at the 
mill. 

Michael Badback: When we run our water in the morning 
you can smell the minerals and it's really bad. It smells like 
boiled eggs that have been burnt. 
This demonstration continues the decades-long fight by tribal 
members to push for the mill to be permanently closed. The 
walk starts on Saturday at 11:00 a.m. at the White Mesa 
Community Center. 
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Utes, enviros prepare for 
march against White Mesa 
uranium mill in Utah 
Mill owner Energy Fuels announces $1 million 
community foundation for education, health and 
economic programs for Native Americans 
By Jim Mimiaga Journal staff writer 

Friday, Oct 21, 2022 10:33 

 

Protest marchers walk to the entrance of the White Mesa uranium mill in southeast Utah 
every fall to raise awareness about the dangers of uranium milling and mining. (Jim 
Mimiaga/The Journal) 

https://www.the-journal.com/author?q=Jim%2520Mimiaga


The Ute Mountain Ute Tribe and environmental groups will host a protest and 
spiritual walk Oct. 22 at 11 a.m. at the White Mesa Community Center south of 
Blanding, Utah, to voice opposition to a uranium mill. 

The annual rally is held against Energy Fuel’s White Mesa Mill, which sits outside 
the boundaries of the Ute Mountain Ute reservation in southeast Utah. The mill 
is not affiliated with the tribe.  

Rally participants walk 3 miles on U.S. Highway 191 from the community center 
to the entrance to the mill. Shuttles and support are provided. Law enforcement 
officers assist with traffic safety. 

“They are bringing toxic waste, radioactive waste, from places all across the 
United States to the mill in White Mesa,” said Yolanda Badback, of the White 
Mesa Concerned Community in a news release. “In the past, some has spilled. I 
can smell the mill from my house when it’s running. We are the closest 
community. If there’s a spill, or an accident, it’s our children who ride the school 
bus on these roads with the trucks every morning. That’s why we’re standing up 
and saying: Enough. We want to keep our home and our children safe.” 

Reports about the environmental concerns on the mill are available at the Grand 
Canyon Trust website. 

On Friday at 2 p.m. at the White Mesa Community Center, the Ute Mountain 
Tribe Environmental Department will present how to get involved in a citizen 
science project to monitor pollution impacts on health and the environment. The 
workshop is part of the White Mesa Community Health Awareness Project. 

At 4 p.m. there will be a presentation on the concerns about the uranium mills 
impacts to air, land, health and cultural resources. A community dinner and live 
music will follow. 

The White Mesa Community Center, located on U.S. Highway 191, 6 miles south 
of Blanding. 

The 2022 Rally and Spiritual Walk is co-sponsored by the Bears Ears Inter-Tribal 
Coalition, Ute Mountain Tribe, White Mesa Concerned Community, Greenaction 
for Health and Environmental Justice, Uranium Watch, Indigenous 
Environmental Network, Grand Canyon Trust, Multicultural Alliance for a Safe 

https://www.grandcanyontrust.org/white-mesa-uranium-mill
https://www.grandcanyontrust.org/white-mesa-uranium-mill


Environment, Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance, Living Rivers, HEAL Utah, 
SLC Air Protectors, Utah Chapter of the Sierra Club, Great Old Broads for 
Wilderness, National Parks Conservation Association, PANDOS. 
Mill defends operations as safe 

The White Mesa mill is the only conventional uranium mill operating in the U.S. 
It has had a mix of supporters and detractors over its lifetime. 

The tribe and environmental groups have long opposed the mill, citing concerns 
about water and air quality. Blanding and Monticello support the mill for its jobs 
and tax revenues. 

The mill, owned by Energy Fuels, has defended its operations as environmentally 
safe and as an economic driver and job provider. 

Energy Fuels recently expanded operations to process rare earths essential for 
manufacturing technical devices and electric car batteries. It also receives 
radioactive wastes from cleanup sites in the U.S. and other countries. The 
processed uranium is used for fuel rods in nuclear power plants. 

 

https://www.energyfuels.com/white-mesa-mill


Rare earth elements are loaded into a truck for export from the White Mesa Mill in 
southeast Utah. Energy Fuels has begun processing ore to extract minerals used in 
electronics and electric cars. (Courtesy Energy Fuels) 

In April, the EPA took action against the mill for draining a water cover on a 
waste containment pond the agency said is required. The mill agreed to refill it. 
In July, another waste containment cell containing uranium tailings was shown 
to be losing a portion its water cover. The company said the lack of water was a 
result of evaporation from warm weather, and efforts were being made to refill it 
completely. 

The Clean Air Act requires a water cover on containment cells with solid uranium 
tailings to prevent cancer-causing radon emissions. 

Energy Fuels has stated its intent is to fully cover the waste containment cells 
with water. Company officials had argued one of the cells did not contain solid 
uranium tailings, and therefore did not require a water cover. The company 
claimed it had permission from the EPA to drain the water from that cell, but 
agreed to refill it with the water cover. 

Last fall, Energy Fuels announced the establishment of the San Juan County 
Clean Energy Foundation, designed to benefit the communities surrounding its 
White Mesa Mill in southeastern Utah. On Oct. 20, Energy Fuels announced the 
appointment of the Foundation’s inaugural advisory board and the launch of its 
new website at www.sanjuancountycleanenergy.org. 

Energy Fuels deposited an initial $1 million into the Clean Energy Foundation in 
2021 and anticipates providing ongoing annual funding equal to 1% of the mill’s 
future revenues, according to a news release. The fund will be distributed for 
community projects and programs. 

“We are thrilled and appreciate those who have agreed to serve on our inaugural 
advisory board, it’s an impressive group,” said Mark Chalmers, CEO of Energy 
Fuels, in the release. “These advisory members live in the area and can weigh-in 
and help prioritize the needs of the community. We believe that San Juan County 
deserves to share in the benefits of the Mill’s clean-energy future. The board will 
help us make an impact and improve the lives of those in our community.” 

https://sanjuancountycleanenergy.org/


Foundation funds will support programs focusing on education, environment, 
health/wellness, economic advancement and Native American initiatives. The 
Foundation has already responded to the needs of a number of respondents 
through donations into the community. 

The members of the advisory board are: Adriann Shumway Goodwine, Dashelle 
Holliday, Jenn Keith, Anthony Lott, Lauana Morris and Robert Turk. 
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The Clean Air Act requires uranium waste storage pits at the White 
Mesa mill near Blanding, Utah, to be covered in water to control 
radon gas. Environmental groups and local tribes say the pits have 
been improperly covered in recent years threatening public health 
and the environment. 

Tribal members and environmental advocates will hold an annual protest 
Saturday at the site of the only operational uranium mill in the U.S. They’re 
concerned about its potential impacts to public health and the environment. 

Tribal members and leaders from the Navajo Nation and the Ute Mountain Ute 
Tribe plan to gather in the southeastern Utah town of Blanding for what they 
call a spiritual walk and protest. They’ll rally in support of tribal communities 
near the White Mesa uranium mill located just outside the eastern borders of 
Bears Ears National Monument. 



Environmental advocates are concerned about the mill’s impacts on air, water 
and health. They say in recent years on-site waste pits at the mill haven’t 
been properly covered in water, as required by the Clean Air Act, to control 
cancer-causing radon gas. Members of the Ute Mountain Ute community of 
White Mesa also say potential contamination from the mill could harm sacred 
sites and other cultural resources in the area. 

The White Mesa Mill is licensed to process 8 million pounds of uranium a year 
and it also receives radioactive waste for disposal from Superfund cleanup 
sites elsewhere in the U-S and from locations abroad. 

According to the mill’s owner, Energy Fuels Resources, extensive controls are 
in place to protect air, water, wildlife and the environment. The company says 
the mill employs 150 people at full operation. 
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Western tribes march against 
uranium mill in southeast 
Utah 
Annual march grew over last year; mill owners 
defend operations as safe 
By Jim Mimiaga Journal staff writer 
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The White Mesa uranium mill on Saturday as seen from EcoFlight. (Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 

A march against the White Mesa Mill Saturday in Utah was an energetic mix of 
Native American tribes, environmental groups and concerned citizens from the 
region. 

About 100 people walked along U.S. Highway 191 for 5 miles to the uranium mill 
entrance south of Blanding.  

“It is more people than last year. There is more awareness of our fight against the 
mill. It is nice to see all the support,” said Raymus Vijil, a Ute who carried a “No 
Uranium Protect Sacred Land” banner at the front of the peaceful march. 

He lives in the nearby Ute Mountain Ute village of White Mesa, which is not 
affiliated with the mill. 

“I hope this march gets even bigger and our voices are heard,” Vijil said. 

The mill, owned by Energy Fuels, is the only conventional operating uranium mill 
in the country. 



Because of the potential dangers of radioactive uranium and the on-site waste 
containment cells from the milling process, it has long been opposed by the Ute 
Mountain Ute Tribe, which borders the mill to the south. 

Before the march, Bruce Gordon of EcoFlight, took groups of passengers up in his 
Cessna for an aerial view the mill site, which sits a mile east Bears Ears National 
Monument. 

 

The White Mesa Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 

 
The White Mesa Uranium Mill on Saturday as seen from EcoFlight. (Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 
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The White Mesa Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 

 
Thelma Whiskers speaks after her daughter Yolanda Badback, in the background, spoke 
during the White Mesa Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry 
McBride/Durango Herald) 



 
The White Mesa Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 

 
Conrad Jacket, board member of the Ute Mountain Ute, speaks during the White Mesa 
Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/Durango Herald) 

“I want to see how the waste ponds look,” said Anfreny Cly, a Ute Mountain tribal 
member from White Mesa before taking a flight. “You can see how this one is 
exposed, and it is not supposed to be” pointing to pictures laid out at the 
Blanding Airport lobby. 

A water cover acts as a barrier for radon emissions, said Tim Peterson, Cultural 
Landscape director for Grand Canyon Trust. 

The lack of a water cover over one of the waste ponds “is a violation of the Clean 
Air Act,” he said during a flyover with a Journal reporter and a Durango 
Herald photographer. 

The mill claims the water cover is not needed on that particular pond per EPA 
negotiations, but has since said it would refill it with the water cover, which is 
expected to take until March. 



The rally began at the White Mesa Community Center on the Ute Mountain Ute 
reservation with prayers and speeches. 

“We’re fighting for our future generations. We will keep fighting,” said longtime 
rally organizer Yolanda Badback. 

“We want the old pond liners to be replaced to prevent (waste) from seeping to 
the aquifer. We depend on well water. We don’t want the mill to get bigger,” 
Yolanda Badback said. 

Ute Mountain Ute Thelma Whiskers and Tohono O’odham tribal member 
Ophelio Revas addressed the crowd in their native languages and English. 

“Every step on this walk is a prayer. Our ancestors are standing behind us, when 
we stand strong, our ancestors are with us. That is the reverence of this spiritual 
walk,” Revas said. “We are defending Mother Earth, this sacred land.” 

Lori Riddle, of Gila River Indian Tribe in Arizona, came up to support the Ute 
Mountain marchers. 

“We are going through similar things on our reservation with polluting 
businesses,” she said. 

Stricter environmental regulations are needed to protect the water in the 
Colorado River basin so many people depend on, Riddle said. 

 

Carl Moore, with PANDOS at Salt Lake, participates in the White Mesa Uranium Mill 
protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/Durango Herald) 



 
Teracita Keyanna, of Red Water Pond Road Association, speaks during the White Mesa 
Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/Durango Herald) 
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Bradley Angel, director of Green Action, speaks before the start of the White Mesa 
Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/Durango Herald) 

 
The White Mesa Uranium Mill on Saturday as seen from EcoFlight. (Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 

“Water connects us,” she said. 

Tevacita Keyanna, of the Navajo Tribe, advocates for cleaning up uranium Super 
Fund sites on the Navajo Reservation for the Red Water Pond Road Community 
Association. But she and group are against bringing the uranium Super Fund 
wastes to be processed and stored at the White Mesa mill. 

“We don’t want another Indigenous community impacted by the same industry, it 
is not right,” she said. “We are in solidarity with the White Mesa community 
group, and we work to make sure the (Super Fund site cleanup) is not put here, 
that it is put somewhere safe.” 

Phalia Badback, of the Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, thinks the mill should close. 



“It’s bad pollution coming from the smoke stacks and ponds; we can smell it in 
the air. I worry about our water, and our young ones, they might get sick later 
down the line. We’re afraid of it, we need to walk to do something.” 

She’s concerned about the health of wildlife depended on by the tribe for 
subsistence living. 

“The animals see those (waste) ponds as a water source, I worry that the fencing 
is not adequate,” Phalia Badback said. 

It was the first time Ute Mountain Ute Tribe member Contessa Tillahash 
attended the march, and she has been attending workshops to learn more about 
it. 

“We’re downstream of the mill. If there are leaks in those ponds, it could migrate 
toward us,” she said. “It is about protecting our water our wildlife. I’d want the 
mill CEO to be more secure with the mill, close off the older parts.” 

The White Mesa Mill has moved toward the market of accepting alternate feed 
material from cleanup sites in the U.S. and world, said Aaron Paul, an attorney 
for Grand Canyon Trust. 

It processes residual uranium and permanently stores milling wastes products 
because it has the permits and containment ponds, said Aaron Paul, an attorney 
for Grand Canyon Trust. 

He believes the mill is not ideally set up for that, and that other waste disposal 
sites in the country are more suitable for storing low level radioactive wastes. 

The protest march “brings more awareness, and forces people in power to pay 
attention more,” Paul said. “Regulators are starting to take more concrete 
actions.” 

Friends Dallin Posey, 12, and Jayshawn Salt, 14, of Towaoc, said they came to the 
march to “be supportive and help” and plan to use the experience as part of their 
school work. 

The Ute Mountain Environmental Department continues to monitor air and 
groundwater wells positioned near the mill. They were recently awarded a 
$70,000 environmental justice grant from the EPA. 



The grant is funding additional air monitoring will be placed near the boundary 
of the mill property to check for radon levels, said Janice Archuleta of the tribe’s 
air quality program. 

Another study planned looks to sample particulate material in the air blowing 
near the mill to try and determine the cause of the “funky acid, kerosene smell” 
often experienced in the White Mesa Community, said Ute Mountain 
Environmental Department Director Scott Clow. 

More monitoring of wildlife and sagebrush health in the vicinity of the mill is also 
planned, he said. A fifth water monitoring well between the mill boundary and 
the White Mesa Community will be installed soon. 

A citizen science program by the tribe intends to get more people involved in air 
and water monitoring science and education. Another goal is to establish an 
information library at the White Mesa Community Center about the mill. 
Energy Fuels responds to protest 

The White Mesa Mill and its owner Energy Fuels released a statement to The 
Journal about the protest walk and their mission. 

“Energy Fuels supports the right to free speech and peaceful protest. As part of 
our commitment to authentic engagement with the community, we continue to 
foster a constructive dialogue that is grounded in facts,” the release states. “We 
hear the concerns of a limited number of community members from neighboring 
Tribes, and we will continue our outreach to address those concerns and address 
inaccurate statements used by those who do not understand our mission. We 
welcome the opportunity to meet with any party via personal meetings, calls and/
or tours of the mill to help them understand what we do and how we impact the 
local area.” 

Mill officials stated the “health and safety of our employees, members of the 
community and the environment are fundamental to everything we do at the 
White Mesa Mill.” 

“As San Juan County’s primary economic engine, the White Mesa Mill represents 
an opportunity for Southeastern Utah to play a key role in the country’s transition 
to clean, carbon-free energy sources,” the release states. “The critical elements 



processed at the White Mesa Mill are used to create wind turbines, electric 
vehicle motors and to fuel carbon-free nuclear power. We are proud to call San 
Juan County home and are excited about what the future holds for the region.” 

Half the mill’s employees are Indigenous, said CEO Mark Chalmers, during a 
recent tour of the mill by The Journal. 
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White Mesa Mill in southern Utah.

Although conservationists remain concerned about uranium mining in the Southwest, 
there are not many such mines in operation.
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But a tribe in southern Utah continues to speak out against an active uranium 
processing plant.

The White Mesa Mill is located near Blanding, the Ute Mountain Ute Reservation and 
Bears Ears National Monument.

Although the uranium mining industry has been sluggish in recent years, the plant also 
processes uranium waste.

On Saturday, tribal members joined with members of the Grand Canyon Trust and 
others to protest the mill and the threats it might pose to local air and water quality.

One protester said that most tribal members don’t drink tap water in their homes 
because of their concerns.
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White Mesa Mill in southern Utah.

Although conservationists remain concerned about uranium mining in the Southwest, 
there are not many such mines in operation.

But a tribe in southern Utah continues to speak out against an active uranium 
processing plant.

The White Mesa Mill is located near Blanding, the Ute Mountain Ute Reservation and 
Bears Ears National Monument.

Although the uranium mining industry has been sluggish in recent years, the plant also 
processes uranium waste.

On Saturday, tribal members joined with members of the Grand Canyon Trust and 
others to protest the mill and the threats it might pose to local air and water quality.

One protester said that most tribal members don’t drink tap water in their homes 
because of their concerns.
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Stina Sieg/CPR News More than 100 people par5cipated in the Oct. 22, 2022, 
peace march to the Mesa Mill, which sits about 5 miles from the 5ny community of 
White Mesa, Utah. 

The sun finally peaked out of the clouds over the White Mesa Community 
Center as a crowd of elders and toddlers, and activists of all ages, braced 
against the wind. Members of the Ute Mountain Ute tribe gather every year for 
the same purpose: to try to save their home for future generations. 
Just outside the tiny community of White Mesa, Utah, sits a uranium mill the 
tribe believes is poisoning their land and people. Since 2017, they’ve held an 
annual spiritual walk and protest, demanding White Mesa Mill be moved or 
permanently shut down.  
Like many who showed up here, Carl Moore is not from White Mesa. But 
Moore, part of the Hopi and Chemehuevi tribes, knew he had to drive in from 
Salt Lake City and bless the walk with a song. 



“Basically, it's saying, you know, we're all related here,” he told the more than 
100 people gathered around him. “Here we are, all of us. And it's a good day 
for us to be together.”
A bundle of sage burned at his feet as he sang to each of the cardinal 
directions. 

Stina Sieg/CPR News Members of the Ute Mountain Ute tribe sing outside of 
the White Mesa Mill on Oct. 22, 2022. They've been trying to close the 
uranium mill for years, saying it's harming their land and people.

The White Mesa mill isn’t just the only functioning uranium mill in the country. 
It is also a disposal site for radioactive waste from around the world. As the 
annual demonstration got underway, a car festooned with Indigenous flags 
played chants from a speaker and led a long procession onto Highway 191. 
People filled the shoulder of the main artery through southeastern Utah’s 
remote desert. 
The protesters held up homemade signs and big banners, with messages like: 
“Keep Uranium in the Ground” and “Water is Life.” 
Yolanda Badback, the protest’s founder, estimated this was their biggest walk 
ever. 
“It’s amazing to see a lot of people, a lot of people from different tribes, who 
are out here to support,” she said.
Badback picked up the mantle of her late uncle, who also fought against the 
mill. Her brother, Michael Badback, said when the mill’s smoke stacks are 
going, “the smoke settles in White Mesa, and you can smell the sulfur.”



He blames the mill for increasing cases of asthma in the community’s kids and 
doing much worse to seniors.
“A lot of our elders mysteriously got sick, and a lot of them have passed,” 
Badback said, adding they still don’t know the cause. 

Stina Sieg/CPR News A young protester holds up a sign aimed at White Mesa 
Mill, run by a Colorado company called Energy Fuels, on Oct. 22, 2022. The 
uranium mill is just about 5 miles from the community of White Mesa, home to 
about 200 people.

NPR affiliate KSJD reports recently confirmed the tribe’s fear that radioactive	
contaminants	have	made	their	way	into	the	groundwater. But the mill’s 
owner, Colorado company Energy Fuels, told the station it believes that is 
occuring naturally. A federally funded study on the mill’s potential health 
impacts is expected by 2025.
To those who support the mill, protester Rebecca Hammond had this to say: 
“Let’s put it in their backyards and see how they feel.”
Hammond lives in the Ute Mountain Ute capital of Towaoc, Colorado, but has 
family in White Mesa. She explained this land isn’t just where people live. It’s 
where they hunt and harvest plants for their medicine. 
“You get everything you need out here. And when somebody else is 
destroying it for the sake of financial gain, you know, it's hard,” she said. “It's 
hard to try and be who your own culture is when somebody is still taking it 
away.”

https://www.npr.org/2022/07/06/1109518597/native-tribe-utah-u-s-uranium-mill-affects-health
https://www.npr.org/2022/07/06/1109518597/native-tribe-utah-u-s-uranium-mill-affects-health


Stina Sieg/CPR News Protesters stand at the turnoff for Utah's Mesa Mill, 
which stores radioactive waste from around the world on Oct. 22, 2022.

The caravan of walkers, strollers and cars moved slowly, with several stops for 
water and snacks. A few hours later, they arrived at the mill’s turn off, where 
protesters stood under the mill’s big sign and held up their fists in resistance. 
A drone from an advocacy group buzzed above, shooting video and photos.
Michael Badback said he hoped the company and Utah legislators understand 
how serious they are about this. 
“We just want our land to be safe and pure like it was hundreds of years ago,” 
he said. 
No matter what, his family has vowed to keep the fight alive. 
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The White Mesa uranium mill as seen from EcoFlight on Saturday. (Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 

BLANDING – A march against the White Mesa Mill in Utah last weekend was an 
energetic mix of Native American tribes, environmental groups and concerned 
residents from the region. 

About 100 people walked along U.S. Highway 191 for 5 miles to the uranium mill 
entrance on Saturday south of Blanding. 

“It is more people than last year. There is more awareness of our fight against the 
mill. It is nice to see all the support,” said Raymus Vijil, a Ute who carried a “No 
Uranium Protect Sacred Land” banner at the front of the peaceful march. 

He lives in the nearby Ute Mountain Ute village of White Mesa, which is not 
affiliated with the mill. 

“I hope this march gets even bigger and our voices are heard,” Vijil said. 

The mill, owned by Energy Fuels, is the only conventional operating uranium mill 
in the country. 

Because of the potential dangers of radioactive uranium and the on-site waste 
containment cells from the milling process, it has long been opposed by the Ute 
Mountain Ute Tribe, which borders the mill to the south. 



Before the march, Bruce Gordon of EcoFlight, took groups of passengers up in his 
Cessna for an aerial view the mill site, which sits a mile east of Bears Ears 
National Monument. 

 

The White Mesa Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 
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Durango Herald) 



 

Thelma Whiskers speaks after her daughter Yolanda Badback, in the background, spoke 
during the White Mesa Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry 
McBride/Durango Herald) 

“I want to see how the waste ponds look,” said Anfreny Cly, a Ute Mountain tribal 
member from White Mesa before taking a flight. “You can see how this one is 
exposed, and it is not supposed to be” pointing to pictures laid out at the 
Blanding Airport lobby. 

A water cover acts as a barrier for radon emissions, said Tim Peterson, Cultural 
Landscape director for Grand Canyon Trust. 

The lack of a water cover over one of the waste ponds “is a violation of the Clean 
Air Act,” he said during a flyover with a Journal reporter and a Durango 
Herald photographer. 

The mill claims the water cover is not needed on that particular pond per EPA 
negotiations, but has since said it would refill it with the water cover, which is 
expected to take until March. 

The rally began at the White Mesa Community Center on the Ute Mountain Ute 
reservation with prayers and speeches. 

“We’re fighting for our future generations. We will keep fighting,” said longtime 
rally organizer Yolanda Badback. 



 

The White Mesa Uranium Mill on Saturday as seen from EcoFlight. (Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 
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Conrad Jacket, board member of the Ute Mountain Ute, speaks during the White Mesa 
Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/Durango Herald) 

“We want the old pond liners to be replaced to prevent (waste) from seeping to 
the aquifer. We depend on well water. We don’t want the mill to get bigger,” 
Yolanda Badback said. 

Ute Mountain Ute Thelma Whiskers and Tohono O’odham tribal member 
Ophelio Revas addressed the crowd in their native languages and English. 

“Every step on this walk is a prayer. Our ancestors are standing behind us, when 
we stand strong, our ancestors are with us. That is the reverence of this spiritual 
walk,” Revas said. “We are defending Mother Earth, this sacred land.” 

Lori Riddle, of Gila River Indian Tribe in Arizona, came up to support the Ute 
Mountain marchers. 

“We are going through similar things on our reservation with polluting 
businesses,” she said. 

Stricter environmental regulations are needed to protect the water in the 
Colorado River basin that so many people depend on, Riddle said. 

 

The White Mesa Uranium Mill on Saturday as seen from EcoFlight.(Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 



 

The White Mesa Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/
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Carl Moore, with PANDOS at Salt Lake, participates in the White Mesa Uranium Mill 
protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/Durango Herald) 

“Water connects us,” she said. 

Tevacita Keyanna, of the Navajo Tribe, advocates for cleaning up uranium Super 
Fund sites on the Navajo Reservation for the Red Water Pond Road Community 
Association. But she and the group are against bringing the uranium Super Fund 
wastes to be processed and stored at the White Mesa mill. 

“We don’t want another Indigenous community impacted by the same industry, it 
is not right,” she said. “We are in solidarity with the White Mesa community 
group, and we work to make sure the (Superfund site cleanup) is not put here, 
that it is put somewhere safe.” 

Phalia Badback, of the Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, thinks the mill should close. 



“It’s bad pollution coming from the smoke stacks and ponds; we can smell it in 
the air. I worry about our water, and our young ones, they might get sick later 
down the line. We’re afraid of it, we need to walk to do something.” 

She’s concerned about the health of wildlife depended on by the tribe for 
subsistence living. 

“The animals see those (waste) ponds as a water source, I worry that the fencing 
is not adequate,” Phalia Badback said. 

 

The White Mesa Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 

 

Bradley Angel, director of Green Action, speaks before the start of the White Mesa 
Uranium Mill protest on Saturday in White Mesa, Utah. (Jerry McBride/Durango Herald) 



 

The White Mesa Uranium Mill on Saturday as seen from EcoFlight. (Jerry McBride/
Durango Herald) 

It was the first time Ute Mountain Ute Tribe member Contessa Tillahash 
attended the march, and she has been attending workshops to learn more about 
it. 

“We’re downstream of the mill. If there are leaks in those ponds, it could migrate 
toward us,” she said. “It is about protecting our water, our wildlife. I’d want the 
mill CEO to be more secure with the mill, close off the older parts.” 

The White Mesa Mill has moved toward the market of accepting alternate feed 
material from cleanup sites in the U.S. and world, said Aaron Paul, an attorney 
for Grand Canyon Trust. 

It processes residual uranium and permanently stores milling waste products 
because it has the permits and containment ponds, said Aaron Paul, an attorney 
for Grand Canyon Trust. 

He believes the mill is not ideally set up for that, and that other waste disposal 
sites in the country are more suitable for storing low-level radioactive wastes. 

The protest march “brings more awareness, and forces people in power to pay 
attention more,” Paul said. “Regulators are starting to take more concrete 
actions.” 

Friends Dallin Posey, 12, and Jayshawn Salt, 14, of Towaoc, said they came to the 
march to “be supportive and help” and plan to use the experience as part of their 
school work. 



The Ute Mountain Environmental Department continues to monitor air and 
groundwater wells positioned near the mill. They were recently awarded a 
$70,000 environmental justice grant from the EPA. 

The grant is funding additional air monitoring that will be placed near the 
boundary of the mill property to check for radon levels, said Janice Archuleta of 
the tribe’s air quality program. 

Another study planned looks to sample particulate material in the air blowing 
near the mill to try and determine the cause of the “funky acid, kerosene smell” 
often experienced in the White Mesa Community, said Ute Mountain 
Environmental Department Director Scott Clow. 

More monitoring of wildlife and sagebrush health in the vicinity of the mill is also 
planned, he said. A fifth water monitoring well between the mill boundary and 
the White Mesa Community will be installed soon. 

A citizen science program by the tribe intends to get more people involved in air 
and water monitoring science and education. Another goal is to establish an 
information library at the White Mesa Community Center about the mill. 
Energy Fuels responds to protest 

The White Mesa Mill and its owner Energy Fuels released a statement to The 
Journal about the protest walk and its mission. 

“Energy Fuels supports the right to free speech and peaceful protest. As part of 
our commitment to authentic engagement with the community, we continue to 
foster a constructive dialogue that is grounded in facts,” the release states. “We 
hear the concerns of a limited number of community members from neighboring 
Tribes, and we will continue our outreach to address those concerns and address 
inaccurate statements used by those who do not understand our mission. We 
welcome the opportunity to meet with any party via personal meetings, calls and/
or tours of the mill to help them understand what we do and how we impact the 
local area.” 

Mill officials stated the “health and safety of our employees, members of the 
community and the environment are fundamental to everything we do at the 
White Mesa Mill.” 



“As San Juan County’s primary economic engine, the White Mesa Mill represents 
an opportunity for Southeastern Utah to play a key role in the country’s transition 
to clean, carbon-free energy sources,” the release states. “The critical elements 
processed at the White Mesa Mill are used to create wind turbines, electric 
vehicle motors and to fuel carbon-free nuclear power. We are proud to call San 
Juan County home and are excited about what the future holds for the region.” 

Half the mill’s employees are Indigenous, said CEO Mark Chalmers, during a 
recent tour of the mill by The Journal. 

h"ps://tribalradio.org/ute-mountain-ute-tribe-leads-the-4th-annual-peace-walk-bringing-awareness-to-
uranium-mill-opera5ons-and-health-impacts/ 
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October 25, 2022 

Ute Mountain Ute tribal members and community members join the spiritual walk against White Mesa 
Uranium Mill. (Photo by Tim Peterson/Grand Canyon Trust) 

 

Ute Mountain Ute peace walk brings 
awareness to uranium mill's operations 

and health impacts 
By Clark Adomaitis 

 

The Ute Mountain Ute tribe in White Mesa, Utah, led a rally and spiritual walk this 
past Saturday to protest a radioactive waste dump and other activities at a nearby 
uranium mill. 
More than 100 activists marched with the Ute Mountain Ute tribe for the 4th 
annual peace walk in protest of the White Mesa Mill - Energy Fuels Inc – the only 
conventional uranium mill in the United States. 

https://www.energyfuels.com/white-mesa-mill


 

White Mesa Mill - Energy Fuels Inc. fence with a radioac5ve material cau5on sign. (Photo by Clark 
Adomai5s) 

 

Thelma Whiskers, who lives at White Mesa, blames the mill for problems with her 
tap water. 

Whiskers: So, we have to have our water on for about 15 minutes un5l the smell 
goes away, but we're s5ll using it to wash our dishes, to take shower and to do our 
laundry (speaking in Na5ve language) un5l the smell goes away (speaking in 
Na5ve language…) 

The EPA has criticized the mill for violating the Clean Air Act and found that two 
ponds for disposing radioactive waste were improperly covered. 

https://www.grandcanyontrust.org/sites/default/files/WhiteMesaAlternateFeeds/WhiteMesaMill-CERCLA-OSR-UnacceptabilityNotice-12-02-2021.pdf


 

EcoFight aerial flyover White Mesa Mill - Energy Fuels Inc.(Photo by Tim Peterson/Grand Canyon Trust) 

 

Protesters cite concerns about exposed toxic waste, old radioactive cells, and 
groundwater runoff. And Scott Clow, Environmental Programs Director for the Ute 
Mountain Ute tribe, is concerned that radioactive waste stored at the site is held 
improperly, and could leak into the surrounding environment. 

Clow: The materials that are disposed of in the impoundments at the mill are 
going to be there forever, they will never be moved. It is not an5cipated that they 
will every be moved. It’s just more and more going in the ground over 5me. 

 



EcoFight flyover White Mesa Mill march - (Photo by EcoFight ) 

 

This demonstration continues the decades-long fight by tribal members to push for 
the mill to be permanently closed. Energy Fuels, the company that operates the 
mill, has agreed to do an interview later this week. 
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